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STATISTICS ON THE AFML COLLECTIONS 


How large is the Armed Forces Medical Library? This is 
a question which pops up frequently. Sometimes the person 
asking the question seeks one answer and sometimes another, 
If he wishes to discover how large the staff is, how many 
volumes and pieces were acquired last year, or how many ref- 
erence questions were received last month,the answer is giv- 
en readily and with confidence, If, on the other hand, he 
desires to be told how large any or all of the Library's 
collections are, the answer may be given readily, but hardly 
with conviction. 


Why this lack of assurance? It rests on a lack of uni- 
form statistics on the collections during the past years. 
Statistics on the Library's holdings have appeared in vari- 
ous published records, but unfortunately the categories vary 
and lack definitions and there are discrepancies between the 
printed records. Within a single source suspiciously large 
and sudden increases have appeared to cast doubt on result- 
ing totals. And one is made wary, too, by the occasional 
combination of categories and the rounding off of the re- 
sultant figure to the nearest thousand. 


At the time of the Army Medical Library Survey (1943), 
the surveyors estimated that the Library included 425,000 
volumes and 580,000 pamphlets. They noted that the figures 
were probably overstated because discards had not been sub- 
tracted, During the past few years the statement has been 
made frequently that the Library contains 650,000 volumes 
and a million titles. The increasing suspicion about the 
adequacy of these estimates resulted in further estimates. 
These have ranged upward and downward (depending on whether 
the estimator was currently optimistic or pessimistic) and 
have been tinged with doubt and a bit of embarrassment. 


The Library, though aware that even good statistics are 
of limited value, and that they may be misused and misunder- 
stood, decided, in April 1953, to appoint a staff Committee 
on Statistics of the Library's Collections. This Committee 
was charged "to study the problem of statistics relating to 
the holdings of the Armed Forces Medical Library, and submit 
recommendations for a practical plan of establishing such 
statistics on a sound basis, and of maintaining them," The 
Committee was composed of Miss M, Ruth MacDonald, Chairman, 
Mr, Samuel Lazerow and Mr. Robert B, Austin. 
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The Committee studied previous Library records and made 
elaborate tabulations; it studied Downs (Lib Q@ 16:63-9, Ja 
1946), Purdy (C&RL 9:112-5, Ap 1948), Lyle (C&RL 11:69-72 Ja 
1950), Thompson (Lib Q 21:94-106, Ap 1951), the ARL Minutes 
of 1949, and others. For a while the Committee despaired of 
the whole project; after all, a really substantial figure on 
titles and volumes will be available when the recataloging 
is completed a few years hence, But it persevered, At a 
total cost of a little over one thousand dollars, counting 
teams went to work during May and June and produced the fol- 
lowing figures, adjusted to 30 June 1954; 


AFML COLLECTIONS, 30 JUNE 1954 
Monographic’ Serial Total 


BOOK MATERIAL 
Historical Collection 31,069b 
General Collection 209,152¢ 211,178 
Total Bound Volumes 240,221 211,178 451,399 
Bound Volume Equivalents 15,2589 15,258 
Theses 270, 486° 
Pamphlets 152, 198 
Total Theses and Pamphlets 422 ,684 
TOTAL Book Material 889 ,341 
NON-BOOK MATERIAL 
Microfilm (Strips and Reels) 1,881 
Pictures 55,001 
TOTAL Non-Book Material 56 , 882 
OVERALL TOTAL 946 ,223 


Special Notes 





a. In this context, "monographic" simply has the mean- 
ing of "non-serial," 


b. Includes books published before 1801, plus Americana 
through 1820. Breakdown is as follows: 


XV Century 591 
XVI Century 4,163 
XVII Century 7,273 
XVIII Century 17,296 


Americana 1,746 
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c. By AFML definition, the XIX Century runs from 1801- 
1913, and the XX Century runs from 1914 on. The total given 
is divided almost equally between the two centuries. 


d. "Volume Equivalents" referred to represents 2,543 
linear feet of unbound serials, figured at the rate of six 
volumes to the linear foot, 


e, The number of theses reported includes 4,085 which 
are bound separately, 76,920 which are bound in 5,128 com- 
posite volumes, and 188,910 which are unbound, The 4,085 
separately bound theses represent the single instance of ab- 
solute duplication in this table. 


f. The number of pamphlets reported includes 85,018 
which are bound in 5,581 composite volumes. 


General Notes 
1. Items not counted are as follows: 


a. Archival letters and papers. 
b. Bookplates. 

. Modern manuscript material. 

. Security films. 

. Reserve duplicate serial sets. 
. Duplicate Exchange Collection. 

g. A large segregated group of federal, state, and 
local documents, presently housed in Cleveland, determined 
to be out of scope and therefore subject to early withdraw- 
al, 
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2. A bound volume is defined as any volume with a cover 
to protect its contents and enable it to stand on the shelf, 
including looseleaf volumes and items which are wrapped and 
tied and which have identification labels. 


3. All figures are based on actual count, except the 
following, which are estimates reached on the basis of care- 
ful multiple sampling: 


a. Number of theses in composite volumes. 

b. Number of unbound theses, presently housed in 
several. styles of boxes. 

c. Number of unbound pamphlets, presently housed in 
two styles of boxes. 


How are the discrepancies with past figures’ to be ex- 
plained? 

(1) There is the possibility that in the early days 
theses were classed as volumes, and that later they were 
classed with pamphlets, without adjustments being made. 

(2) There is the fact that 15,706 volumes have been 
withdrawn since 1946, as unwanted duplicates or out-of-scope 
titles. 
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(3) There is the known fact that estimates of the size 
of the Prudential Collection, acquired in 1922-3, were very 
sketchy; and there is the further fact that this Collection 
was maintained separately for many years, with a_ separate 
accessions book,and with the accumulation of many duplicateg 
later discarded but not deducted from the totals. 

(4) The former policy of collecting separate reprints 
has been abandoned, except in groups which pertain to speci- 
fic subjects or authors. Many thousands of reprints, previ- 
ously counted as pamphlets, have been discarded. 

(5) During the past few years the Library has collect- 
ed a total of 1,251 shelflist cards for titles which cannot 
be located for recataloging. This is perhaps the inevitable 
result of inadequate space and the consequent constant shift- 
ing of material from shelf to shelf, from building to build- 
ing, and even from city to city. 

(6) There is the fact that certain materials were not 
counted. 

(7) There is the possibility that clerical and account- 
ing errors were made in previous tabulations. (See above.) 


There is certainty that there are errors in the present 
tabulation; we have already indicated that some areas were 
estimated, not actually counted, But we are convinced that 
the totals given here are very close to the right order of 
magnitude, and we are also convinced that an actual count of 
every piece would not serve any purpose commensurate with the 


cost involved, We are going to adopt these figures, and try 
to keep them up to date to the best of our abilities, 


Thompson (C&RL 6:210-8; 322-31, Je, Sept, 1945) quotes 
Lord Kelvin: "When you can measure whatever you are talking 
about, and express it in numbers, you know something about 
it. But when you cannot measure it in numbers your knowledge 
is of an inadequate and unsatisfactory kind." At the other 
pole is Mark Twain's well-known statement about "lies, damned 
lies, and statistics." What the Library of Congress Informg- 
tion Bulletin (10:15-6, Ap 23, 1951) had to say about the 
"Princeton Statistics" for 1949-51 --- "they raise as many 
questions as they answer" --- no doubt can be said about 
the statistics we have printed here. And perhaps that is one 
of the extra dividends to be derived from them, 





An overpowering justification for our present interest 
in statistics is the fact that we are planning a new building 
and we would hate to miscalculate our needs. We are now Com 
piling the results of a linear shelf-foot and shelf-section 
equivalent survey; together with these figures, and sound ac- 
quisition figures for the past decade, we should be able to 
make some reasonable plans. 


And we can't help thinking how nice it will be to be able 
to deal confidently and summarily with the next lot of ques- 
tionnaires we receive on this subject. 











